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1.Problem Definition  
 
1.1 Motivation  
We have chosen to work with the problem of how to integrate people with 
autism spectrum disorders (ASD) into a workplace due to the fact that the 
number of children diagnosed with ASD has increased radically during the 
last decades. (Cowley, 2000, p.1) Autism is a developmental disorder that 
affects three areas, namely the communicative, imaginative and social 
abilities. This disorder manifests itself in early childhood. As these children 
grow up they will have to be integrated into society and that would imply 
integration into a workplace as well. This presents us with a set of challenges, 
since it is a fairly new phenomenon to integrate autistic people into a 
workplace. Even though the disorder can severely impair people’s abilities, it 
does not conclude that they cannot function. In fact, a lot of them may be able 
to lead full and productive lives, which includes having a job.  
 
A private company called Specialisterne provides this opportunity to people 
with ASD. They prepare people with ASD for a transition into a ‘normal’ 
workplace.  
Thorkild Sonne, a man whose son has been diagnosed with autism, founded 
the company in 2003. (Mangfoldighed og Socialt ansvar 2002-2004 p.18)  
The assignments, which have been offered to the employees with ASD, 
consist of testing IT equipment or mobile phones, depending on the 
qualifications of the individual. The companies cooperating with 
Specialisterne outsource work-assignments that are then carried out by the 
autistic employees at Specialisterne. The company hereby creates a work 
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place, which is adjusted to fit the individual’s needs such as a structured 
working environment.  
 
The work of Specialisterne has inspired us to write this project to illuminate 
the different challenges people diagnosed with autism are faced with, when 
entering a workplace.  
 
1.2 Research Question  
What are the challenges when integrating people with autistic spectrum 
disorders into a workplace? 
 
In order to answer the research question and structure our work, we choose 
to work with the following sub-questions: 
 
1. What is autism spectrum disorders (ASD)? To gain an overall 
understanding of what characterises ASD, we choose to use different 
researchers as well as theories. We will use the ‘Mindblindness Theory’ by 
Simon Baron- Cohen and ‘Coherence Theory’ by Utah Frith as well as the 
concept of executive dysfunction to explain the effects of ASD.  
 
2. What are the psychological challenges in the workplace? In order to do 
this, we will make use of aspects of the field of organisational psychology.   
 
3. How does Specialisterne meet the challenges when having people with 
ASD employed? In order to answer this question we have contacted the 
manager of Specialisterne, Thorkild Sonne, with the purpose of conducting an 
interview.  
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1.3 Theories and Methods 
Theory of ‘Theory of Mind’ and ‘Mindblindness Theory’ 
The theory of ‘Theory of Mind’ explains how human beings can predict 
interaction between outer situations and inner mental stages, in other words 
how they can ‘mind read’ particular situations and behaviour. This explains 
how every person forms a theory of mind, which helps him or her to make 
sense of the outside world and the actions and behaviour of other people. 
the ‘Mindblindness Theory,’ by Simon Baron-Cohen, is derived from the 
theory of the ‘Theory of Mind’ and is used to explain ASD. It postulates that 
people with ASD lack the ability to understand the mind of others. The theory 
describes autistic people’s impaired ability to understand other people’s 
behavioural patterns as well as their own lack of social, communicative and 
imaginative abilities. 
This approach to understanding autism explains the social shortcomings of a 
person affected by ASD as well as highlighting the problems these people are 
faced with when trying to understand the motives for other people’s actions. 
While this theory is good at explaining one aspect of ASD it fails to explain 
the fluctuations found when testing different types of intelligence in a person 
suffering from ASD.  
 
‘Central Coherence Theory’ and ‘Executive Function Theory’ 
We are working with the ‘Central Coherence Theory’ together with the 
‘Mindblindness Theory,’ as they together will give us different perspectives 
and a more nuanced picture of what ASD is. Central coherence is the ability 
to understand impressions from surroundings and instead of focusing on 
details, ‘normal’ people have the ability to see a picture as a whole. People 
with ASD have weak central coherence. They have problems differing 
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unimportant information from important, as well as they see details instead of 
the whole picture. Executive function is the ability to structure and thereby be 
able to shift from one strategy to another in order to plan the next movement. 
The weakened executive function or lack of it is connected with the fact that 
people with ASD do not have the ability to shift their attention from one 
exercise to another and meanwhile being able to control their behaviour. 
These approaches to ASD will together with the ‘Mindblindness Theory’ 
provide us with a better understanding of our problem as well as explain how 
and why a person with ASD differs from the norm with regards to their 
intelligence and their ability to process information.  
 
Organisational Psychology 
In order to investigate the psychological challenges in a workplace, we will 
make use of concepts from the field of organisational psychology. We will 
look upon the areas of communication, groups and conflict at the workplace.    
The theorists that we will apply for this chapter is Schein and Deutsch as well 
as other researchers within this field.  
 
Qualitative research method/interview 
In order to investigate how autistic people are being integrated at the 
workplace Specialisterne, we chose a qualitative research method in the form 
of an individual semi-structured interview with Thorkild Sonne, the manager of 
the company.   
However, the interview is not considered to be a data collection but a source 
in order to see the practical aspects of integration of people with ASD into the 
workplace, in our case at Specialisterne. Moreover, the interview will later on 
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be used to discuss, how Specialisterne meets the challenges when 
integrating people with ASD.  
 
1.4 Delimitations 
In our project, we will focus on high functioning people with ASD, which will 
also include a short description of Asperger’s syndrome. High functioning 
autists are able to function as ‘normal’ people, as they for instance are able to 
read and write. However, they have difficulties within social interaction, 
communication and imagination.  
It is mostly boys who are diagnosed with ASD, however, we are not looking at 
gender issues nor going into biological factors.  
 
When talking about organisational psychology, we are only focusing at 
specific areas within the field, such as communication, groups and conflict at 
a workplace. We delimit the areas of decision-making processes, distribution 
of responsibility, as well as other areas within organisational psychology. 
Non- verbal communication, such as gestures, facial expressions etc. can be 
different in other countries, but we are only focusing on its application in 
Denmark. The aspects of organisational psychology will provide us with the 
necessary information on the expectations a given workplace has. Moreover, 
we will use this information together with the theories on ASD in order to 
make our own hypotheses of the challenges people with ASD have, when 
they are entering a workplace.  
 
When talking about ‘normal’ people and their challenges we do not take the 
differences in temper and personality into account. We will only look at the 
challenges that could prove difficult for average people.  
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Our empirical work only includes the Danish company Specialisterne. The 
interview will not serve as a data collection, but as an alternative source. 
Moreover, we do not intend to investigate the perspective of the employees 
with ASD. 
  
1.5 Dimension 
We are going to cover the dimension of ‘Subjectivity and Learning.’ We will 
make use of theories within the field of psychology, such as cognitive theories 
as the theory about ‘Theory of Mind,’ the ‘Mindblindness Theory,’ the ‘Central 
Coherence Theory’ and ‘Executive Function Theory.’ Moreover, we will use 
aspects from the field of organisational psychology in order to look at the 
expectations of a given workplace. 
 
1.6 Semester theme 
We tried to incorporate the semester theme ‘state of the art’ by choosing the 
theory on ‘Mindblindness’ by Simon Baron-Cohen as well as the theory on 
‘Central Coherence’ by Uta Frith. These two theories are some of the latest in 
the field and using them will help us fulfil the semester theme. The subject of 
our project, the challenges of integrating autistic people into a workplace, is a 
fairly new phenomenon and there has not been a lot of research in this field.  
 
1.7 Structure of the Report 
The second chapter, Description of Autism Spectrum Disorder, will provide 
the reader with an explanation of what characterises ASD. We will give a 
general description of the disorder, as well as a description of ‘The 
Mindblindness Theory’ and ‘The Central Coherence Theory.’ Together the 
theories will provide a comprehensive understanding of what autism and ASD 
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are and later in the project, how it may affect people’s ability to function in a 
workplace. 
The third chapter, Psychological Challenges in the Workplace, will provide the 
reader with a description of a set of challenges in a given workplace, by using 
aspects of organisational psychology. We will investigate the areas of 
communication, groups and conflict as we assume that ‘normal’ employees 
would find these areas particularly problematic. This will provide us with a list 
of challenges for ‘normal’ people at the workplace.   
In the fourth chapter, The Challenges of Integrating People with ASD into a 
Workplace, we will make use of the knowledge we have gained from the 
theories on ASD and from the aspects from the field of organisational 
psychology. Connecting the theories will present us with a set of challenges 
of employing people with ASD. 
Chapter 5, Specialisterne, will present the company and the results of the 
interview. The chapter will provide us with information on the challenges of 
employing people with ASD and information on how the company meets 
these challenges. 
Chapter 6 is the discussion where we will discuss our findings.  
Chapter 7, Conclusion, will be our conclusion of the whole project. 
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2. Description of Autism Spectrum Disorders 
 
Autism Spectrum Disorder is a lifelong disorder. Training and schooling can 
help in some cases. However, one can never grow out of it. ASD affects three 
main areas of development; the social, communicative and the imaginative. 
In the following chapter, we will investigate what Autism Spectrum Disorders 
consist of. The history of autism will be presented along with the symptoms of 
ASD. Furthermore, an overview of Asperger’s Syndrome will be provided as 
well as how ASD is diagnosed. 
The last part of this chapter will focus on two main theories of ASD; 
‘Mindblindness’ by Simon Baron-Cohen and ‘Central Coherence theory’ by 
Uta Frith. 
We have chosen these specific theories because they together will give a 
deeper understanding of the disorder. We have chosen Baron-Cohen’s theory 
of ‘Mindblindness’, inspired by the theory of ‘Theory of Mind’, because it gives 
an explanation to why people who suffer from ASD have problems functioning 
in a social context. Due to the fact that people suffering from ASD lack the 
ability to ‘read minds’, they often do not feel the need to communicate with 
others. This explains some of the specific symptoms autistic people display. 
The ‘Central Coherence theory’ by Frith provides an overview of how autistic 
people have problems with information processing. How they lack the ability 
to integrate information into a context. According to Frith, people with ASD 
have a weak central coherence. It explains why they are oriented on seeing 
and focusing on details, rather than putting these into a context to establish 
meaning. 
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2.1 Normality 
For use throughout the project, we will need a definition of normality. 
Since normality is hard to define we will first present a definition on 
abnormality and from that we will extrapolate our definition of normality. 
Abnormality has no single feature that sets it apart from normality. However, 
there are ways in which to define it. In the book “Abnormal Psychology” 
abnormality can be defined by suffering, maladaptiveness, irrationality, 
unpredictability and the loss of control, rareness and unconventionality, 
observer discomfort and violation of standards. (Seligman, Walker, 
Rosenhan, 1995, p. 20) 
For the purpose of this project we will define normal as being free from 
suffering, being able to adapt to new things, being of a rational mind as well 
as being in control of yourself and not deviating from the norm, (a certain 
degree of deviance is to be expected). Another part of the definition is that 
your behaviour does not lead to ‘observer discomfort’ nor that it leads to 
irrationality on your part.  
All these factors are to some degree present in even ‚ ‘normal’ people so 
abnormality is not only a matter of displaying one or two of these factors, but 
also to display them to such a degree that it falls beyond the definition of 
normal. E.g. if your maladaptiveness leads to suffering in such a degree that 
you cannot function properly and you deviate so much from the norm that it 
leads to observer discomfort you can be defined as abnormal. 
 
2.2 History of Autism 
Early infantile autism and Asperger’s syndrome were both discovered in the 
mid-1940’s. However, autism was discovered in America while Asperger’s 
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was discovered in Austria. It is doubtful that the two doctors were aware of 
each others work seeing as it was during the Second World War.     
Dr. Leo Kanner first classified autism in 1943, when he found that some of the 
children who were referred to his clinic all showed the same traits. Kanner 
called this phenomenon early infantile autism. The children affected by this 
disorder all showed the same lack of emotional contact with other people as 
well as a strong need for routine often combined with strange repetitive 
actions and rituals. The children whom Kanner diagnosed with early infantile 
autism either lacked a language or used it in an abnormal way. They had a 
good mechanical memory as well as high visual-spatial abilities. Kanner 
postulated that the diagnosis could be given if the first two criteria were met, 
meaning that when lacking emotional and social abilities as well as the lack of 
communicative abilities, the children would be diagnosed. Kanner also 
claimed that the disorder is present from birth and will manifest itself before 
the child in question has lived 30 months. (Wing, 1997, p.17) 
 
In 1944 Dr. Hans Asperger published a thesis about a group of children who, 
although their symptoms were similar to the ones described by Kanner, still 
had dissimilarities enough to be defined as a different disorder under the 
autistic spectrum. Asperger's Syndrome, as it was called, is signified by the 
persons’ naivety and awkwardness in regards to social interactions as well as 
an obsessive approach towards specific areas of interests such as for 
example train-schedules or other such hobbies. (Wing, 1997, p.49)  The 
linguistic skills of the persons affected are defined by a large vocabulary as 
well as a good grasp of syntax. However, their language is monotonous and 
more geared towards monologue instead of dialogue. Moreover, their motor 
skills are lacking which leaves them with a low level of coordination. They 
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usually lack normal common sense as well. Another dissimilarity to the early 
infantile autism as described by Kanner is that the parents often do not notice 
anything out of the ordinary in their child until after they reach their third 
birthday. In some cases the disorder is unnoticed up until the child is starting 
school. 
However, there is evidence that the disorder has been present in children and 
adults far earlier than that. When looking at texts from earlier centuries 
regarding so called changelings and children who are thought to have been 
raised in the wild by e.g. wolves, the patterns of behavior ascribed to such 
individuals mirror what has now been defined as Autistic Spectrum Disorders. 
One such case is the 'wild boy of Aveyron' (Wing, 1972, p.6) who was 
brought to the attention of the French doctor J.M.G. Itard in 1799, the child 
had supposedly been abandoned to the wild as a baby and as a result his 
behavior had become abnormal. When looking over the doctor’s written 
testament of the boy’s behavior, it becomes apparent that the wild boy’s 
behavior was consistent with that of an autistic child. It would also have been 
nearly impossible for a baby to survive alone and abandoned in the wild 
without any caretakers or protectors. There are other stories similar to that of 
the wild boy of Aveyron. These stories lead to the conclusion, that even 
though Kanner first described autism as a disorder in 1943 and Asperger set 
the criteria for what is now known as Asperger's syndrome a year later, the 
disorder itself has been present for a very long time. 
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2.3 Three Main Symptoms of ASD 
 
Lack of communicative abilities 
Children who are diagnosed with ASD often have difficulties learning and 
using language. Some children never get a grasp on the language and will 
remain mute throughout their lives, while other have a large vocabulary and a 
firm grasp on syntax and grammar but lack the ability to use the language in a 
casual manner. This coupled with their limited understanding of social norms 
means that their use of language might be technically flawless but too rigid for 
them to be able to communicate on the same level as other people. 
Another aspect of this problem of communication is seen in autistic children 
who parrot back anything they have heard. One example of this is a young 
boy who after being repeatedly asked 'are you thirsty?' and then given a drink 
ends up saying 'are you thirsty?' and expects to be given a drink. This shows 
a clear lack of understanding how language is used to communicate. (Wing, 
1997, p. 39) Other examples of wrong use of language include using the 
wrong word for an object because the child affected has heard the word used 
while seeing the object. 
Some people with ASD have no real understanding of words and language 
used for communication and in many cases the few words they have 
managed to learn are being used in the wrong context. The same goes for 
other non-verbal forms of communication such as body language and facial 
expressions, which many people who suffer from Autism Spectrum Disorder 
have problems interpreting correctly. (Wing, 1997, p.23) 
Even the simple action of pointing at an object of interest is beyond many of 
the children. Since they do not understand the need for communication they 
will not point at anything. However, if an object is out of their reach, they will 
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use a person to get it for them, not by verbally asking for it or pointing at it, 
but by taking the person’s arm and use it to reach for the object. 
 
Lack of social abilities 
Another symptom of ASD concerns the social development of the children 
and adults affected. Because they are unable to read facial expressions and 
body language as well as understanding that other people have their own 
mind and their own motives for doing what they do, functioning correctly in a 
social context is beyond most autistic people. (Wing, 1997, p.25) 
As mentioned above, a lot of people with ASD do not communicate with other 
people because they see no reason for doing so. In a social context this has 
the effect that those who are severely disabled by autism, do not have any 
use for others and therefore neither communicate nor socialize with them. 
Some people with ASD do try to be social with others, but they are often 
awkward and stiff in their attempts, as understanding most rules and norms of 
society are beyond them. 
Even those who have a good grasp on how to behave will to some seem 
'fake' or rehearsed, since they will follow the rules they have learned blindly 
and without deviation. (Wing, 1997, p. 38) 
An example of this awkwardness in social settings is something as simple as 
eye contact. For most of us knowing when and for how long to hold eye 
contact comes as natural as breathing, but for autistic people it presents a 
problem. Often they refuse to have eye contact at all or they might do the 
opposite and look people in the eyes for too long, which might make the other 
person feel uncomfortable. 
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Lack of imaginative abilities 
The third main symptom of ASD is the lack of imagination. For instance they 
cannot put themselves in another’s place. They are lacking the ability to 
understand that other people have different preferences and ideas and 
motives than themselves. For instance, if someone goes into a bedroom and 
walks around the bed then goes out again, we would assume that he is 
looking for something, and was unable to find it. People with ASD would not 
infer that into the action and might think that the person in question went into 
the room circled the bed and went out again because he did that every day at 
4pm. Moreover, most children with ASD do not play pretend e.g. if they are 
given a toy truck, they do not pretend to be a truck driver, driving goods 
around. Most children with ASD only use toys for the stimulus sense of 
handling them. 
Of course this triad of symptoms comes in different degrees and not every 
autistic person is affected as severely as described above. (Wing, 1997, p.25) 
 
2.4 Other Symptoms 
Along with the triad of communicative, social and imaginative disabilities, 
there are other symptoms of ASD. These symptoms are not shared by all the 
people affected, nor are the severity of the symptoms the same in each case. 
Many of the children and adults affected display a rigid and repetitive pattern 
of behavior, where any alteration in the routines leads to displays of anxiety 
and anger. Some have simple routines while others have developed complex 
and almost ritualistic patterns of behavior. Such repetitive acts can be 
anything from wanting to sit at the same spot at the table for every meal, to 
arranging their belonging the exact same way and becoming distressed when 
someone moves them even an inch. (Wing, 1997, p. 46-48) These repetitions 
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are present in some form or other in most cases of ASD. While the simplest 
of them might consist of sensory repetitions like tasting things or touching 
stuff they are sometimes elaborate and time consuming rituals concerning 
how they want to be tucked in at night or insisting that they take the same 
route every time they go for a walk. These patterns of behavior are not only 
limited to the people affected themselves, they expect their surroundings to 
comply with them as well. This can lead to a family having dinner at the exact 
same time every day while sitting in the same chairs, or to parents going 
through rituals every night when tucking their child in. Any deviance from 
these rituals will cause great anxiety in people with ASD, and will often lead to 
a temper tantrum, which will first abate when the ritual has been completed 
correctly once again. 
 
2.5 Asperger's Syndrome 
Asperger's syndrome is included in the autism spectrum disorders, which is 
an umbrella term for several disorders that affects the imaginative, social and 
/ or communicative abilities. It is considered a form of high functioning ASD. It 
is characterized by a severe impairment of social interaction as well as the 
development of repetitive patterns, routines and interests, while the above-
mentioned criteria are similar to those found in Kanner's early infantile autism. 
Asperger's syndrome does not impact the communicative development of the 
child; the children will develop their speech at the same speed as 'normal' 
children. To diagnose Asperger's syndrome, the repetitive behavior and the 
inability to function correctly in a social context must be severe enough to 
cause significant problems in the person’s social and occupational life. 
(American Psychiatric Association, 1994, p. 75) While those affected by 
Asperger's syndrome do not display any impairment in learning language 
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they do suffer from problems caused by an inability to use non-verbal 
communication such as eye contact, body language, gestures and intonation 
and inflection in the voice. 
 
2.6 How to Diagnose ASD 
Diagnosing someone with an Autism Spectrum Disorder is difficult since there 
often are no physical symptoms or signs of this disorder. No EEG or CAT 
scans or blood samples can be used to diagnose the disorder. While some 
children do have slight physical abnormalities they are easily overlooked and 
since ASD do not come with recognizable physical differences, such as for 
example the case with Down’s syndrome, a diagnosis can be given only by 
discerning the child's pattern of behavior. Only through this it is possible to 
examine if the child displays a disability in the field of communication, social 
interaction and imagination as well as seeing if the repetitive pattern of 
behavior occurs. 
As the child often cannot give the doctor any information regarding his or her 
behavioral history, either because of their young age or because they are 
unable to communicate, the doctors’ or researchers’ task is to interview the 
parents at length to get a clear picture of the child's development. Normally 
the parents of such a child will have noticed something different in their child’s 
development and behavior before their child reaches his/her school age. In 
many cases concerns of the child’s development will form when the child 
does not follow the development typical of their age group. This typically 
happens when the child is two or three years old and has shown a lack of 
social or communicative development. In some cases these differences are 
present from early infancy but are first given serious notice when the child 
gets a bit older. However, in some cases the child affected will have a normal 
Autistic People at Work 
Group 10 
Maria Al-Habahbeh, Tamia Damary, Lucie Erbenova, Mette Brenneke Håkan, Andina Lazdaja Daniel Ali Mirza,  
Supervised by Mikkel B. Hansen 
 
 19
development until within a few weeks or months, then the child will stop his or 
her development or even go through a regression, most typically in the 
communicative area. (Wing, 1997, p.35) Some children display unusual 
behavior from their birth, often in the form of passiveness towards others. 
Infants with ASD will not cry when they are hungry and do not show interest 
in other people. Babies with ASD will not point at things or reach up to their 
parents. Moreover, they do not mimic facial expressions or sounds from 
around them. They ignore other people and often do not show any facial 
expressions themselves unless they are angry or scared. (Wing, 1997, p. 35) 
But whether they are already displaying abnormal behavior from birth or they 
come into it later, there will always be signs of abnormality before the age of 3 
years. Sometimes parents might not have noticed it consciously nor placed 
any importance on it, but a doctor trained in diagnosing the disorder by 
interviewing the parents on the child’s behavior, will be able to find patterns of 
behavior consistent with the disorder in the child's earlier history. (Further 
information on Diagnostic criteria on autism and Asperger’s syndrome, see 
Appendix) 
 
ASD affects more boys than girls, which has lead to some speculation, that 
autistic behavior is the male brain in extremis. The speculation has led to a 
study of the male brain. ‘The Male Brain Theory’ postulates that the reason 
why more boys than girls suffer from ASD is that the disorder includes the 
disability to function in a social setting. Since girls are traditionally known to 
be more social and aware of other people's feelings, the lack of such 
'feminine' traits in people suffering from ASD, led some scientists to conclude 
that ASD is an example of what happens when the 'male' brain is taken to its 
extreme. Dr. Hans Asperger also postulated that the gender divide of ASD, 
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was evidence of Asperger's Syndrome being the male brain in its extreme. 
(Wing, 1997, p. 67) 
Many years ago it was a common prejudice that the children affected from 
ASD came from homes where one or both parents were academics and that 
the disorder was caused by lack of affection from the parents. This derived 
from the fact that in the early forties those children who came to a clinic were 
from such a background. However, the working class and lower middle class 
parents did not have the money to bring their children to a doctor specializing 
in early infantile autism or Asperger's Syndrome. 
Later studies have revealed that other than the gender issue there is no 
pattern in whom is affected by this disorder. In fact, studies showed no 
correlation between intelligence and the likelihood of being affected by the 
disorder. It also became apparent that Asperger's Syndrome as well as 
Kanner's early infantile autism were merely two disorders within a broad 
spectrum of disorders that all affect, to a certain degree, the social and 
communicative abilities of the person affected. (Wing, 1997, p.29) 
The number of people affected by ASD varies depending on the definition of 
autism, but the most commonly used figure is 4-5 per 10.000, in the 1960' 
and 70' both Danish and British research concluded that 4-5 persons in every 
10.000 people were affected. The gender of ASD is somewhere between 2-4 
boys per girl affected. (Wing, 1997, p.64) 
 
2.7 Theory of ‘Theory of Mind’ 
‘Theory of Mind’ is a psychological concept that is defined as a utility through 
which we are able to enhance the understanding of other people. ‘Theory of 
Mind’ can be considered as a universal tool, which enables people to 
understand the behaviour or predict the pattern of how certain individuals 
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would react in different situations. It is an internal theory we form to be able to 
understand other people. In order for us to understand the surrounding world 
we form a ‘theory of mind’. 
A concept such as ‘mindreading’ is described by Baron-Cohen as a 
rationalization technique that enables us to make certain assumptions 
regarding the behaviour of a person. For instance when a person enters a 
room and looks around: To make sense of the persons behaviour, a 
‘mindreader’ would justify the actions by claming that the person was 
probably looking for something (Baron-Cohen, 1995, p. 1). We are born to 
understand other people through our ‘theory of mind.’ This helps us in using 
and comprehending verbal and non-verbal communication, particularly 
gestures and facial expressions. ‘Mindreading’ is the main frame of social 
interaction and it is a participating factor in all social relationships (Baron-
Cohen, 1999, p. 4). 
This theory was used in observation of autistic children in a situation of 
pretend play by A. Leslie, a colleague of Baron-Cohen, in the year 1987. He 
described that autistic people have a specific impairment in forming 
representations of mental states (Happé, 1994, p.38). These individuals are 
not able to understand mental states; they lack a ‘theory of mind.’ This ability 
of ‘mindreading’ was experimentally tested with the famous ´Sally-Ann test´ - 
a version of Wimmer and Perner´s False Belief test (Happé, 1994, p.58). In 
this test children were asked to answer a simple question. Firstly the child 
was shown two dolls, Sally and Ann. Sally has a basket and Ann has a box. 
The child watches as Sally places a marble in her basket and goes out. While 
Sally is out Ann moves the marble into her box. After that Sally returns. The 
question posed to the child is: “Where will Sally look for the marble?” The 
researchers detected that normal 4-year-old children can correctly 
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comprehend that Sally thinks the object is where she last left it, rather than 
where it actually is. In this test they proofed that children without ASD can 
distinguish between their own concept of reality and others´ false beliefs. On 
the contrary children with ASD usually fail this test, when they indicate that 
the object is where it actually is. 
According to Baron-Cohen’s research, 80% of the 20 4-year-old children with 
ASD failed the false belief test. The children with ASD assume that Sally 
would look into the box, where the marble really was, not where she originally 
put the marble. 
“It seems then that children with autism may have a specific and unique 
problem with understanding that people have mental states which can be 
different from the state of the real world and different from the autistic 
person’s own mental state” (Happé, 1994, p. 40). 
 
2.8 Mindblindness Theory 
Professor Simon Baron-Cohen is an accomplished researcher in the area of 
psychology, who built his theory of ‘Mindblindness’ on his own knowledge 
from comparative psychology, developmental psychology and 
neuropsychology. 
Presently he is a director of the Autism Research Centre (ARC) in Cambridge 
and he has attended to research in the field of ASD and written several books 
and publications on the subject of autism. In the year 1995 he published his 
book “Mindblindness; an Essay on Autism and Theory of Mind”, which is 
based on many of his and his colleagues´ researches. (Homepage of Autism 
Research Centre) He presents the theory of impairment in the ‘theory of mind’ 
connected with autism. 
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‘Mindblindness’ is one of the latest theories of autism and it explains autism 
as an impairment of the ability to form a ‘theory of mind’. According to Baron-
Cohen, and his colleagues, ‘Mindblindness’ is the underlying cause of autism. 
It was Baron-Cohen, who first mentioned the phenomena of ‘Mindblindness’, 
even though the theory of ‘Theory of Mind’ was described before. By the 
theory of ‘Mindblindness’, Simon Baron-Cohen presents a model of the 
evolution and development of mind reading. He argues that we implement 
‘mindreading’ in every action as interpreting or predicting other people´s 
behaviour in such an automatic way as we naturally can walk and chew. He 
says “mindreading is simply the best way to make sense of the action of 
others” (Baron-Cohen, 1995, p. 21). 
According to Baron-Cohen, we attribute different kinds of mental states and 
postures such as thoughts, desires, knowledge and intentions to other 
people. ‘Normal’ people can easily deduce what other people may know or 
think about and ‘normal’ people understand their thoughts and feelings. 
Moreover, they can understand non-verbal communication such as gestures, 
body language and facial expressions or the tone of the voice. For people 
with ASD it can be a mystery reading others´ minds or simply to understand 
others´ behaviour. Their world is devoid of any mental features. People 
suffering from ‘Mindblindness’ are confused in their everyday interaction. As 
mentioned before, autism as such has these cardinal symptoms mainly 
described by Baron-Cohen: difficulty in social relationships, with verbal and 
non-verbal communication, development of play and imagination and a 
resistance to change in routine. In general it is considered that there is a triad 
of the impairments connected with a defect of the ‘theory of mind’, which are 
problems in socialization, communication and imagination (Happé, 1994, 
p.38). 
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People with ASD are unable to engage in social games, they hardly share 
interests and they have problems with developing friendships. Because of this 
inability to interpret others´ mental states and lack of empathy, they have 
several problems with their surrounding world. 
In the field of communication they are not able to develop a proper language 
and their communication skills are usually limited. We can notice problems 
both in verbal communication as well as non-verbal communication. A person 
with ‘Mindblindness’ can have difficulties with expressing his own feelings 
with his vocabulary. There can also appear problems with understanding 
words in their real meaning and taking the meaning of a sentence too literally. 
Autistic children display a remarkable absence of spontaneous pretend play. 
They are lacking creativity and imagination, and they show repetitive and 
stereotyped patterns of behaviour. 
 
The four mechanisms of ‘mindreading’ 
Baron Cohen postulates that most autistic people do not seem to be able to 
follow the gaze of another person, the skill that is central to understand 
other’s intentions. He proposes four mechanisms that frame the universal 
human capacity of ‘mindreading’. 
The first mechanism according Baron Cohen is called Intentionality Detector 
(ID).  In his theory ID is a perceptual figure, which explicates “motion stimuli in 
terms of the primitive volitional mental states of goal and desire” (Baron-
Cohen, 1995, p. 32). ID works throughout the senses such as vision, touch 
and audition and it will interpret almost anything with self-propelled motion 
(Baron-Cohen, 1995, p. 34). 
The second mechanism is presented as Eye-Direction Detector (EDD) and 
works via the sense of vision. The three main functions of EDD are: ability to 
find the attendance of eyes or eye-like stimuli, to estimate whether eyes are 
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directed towards it or towards something else. EDD interprets the stimuli 
according to what can be seen (Baron-Cohen, 1995, p. 39). EDD 
distinguishes whether somebody’s eyes are looking at me or are looking at 
something else. 
The third mechanism is the Shared-Attention Mechanism (SAM). Its main 
function is to produce triadic representations. The triadic representation is a 
representation of a triadic relation, which is explained as “You and I see that 
we are looking at the same object” (Baron-Cohen, 1995, p. 44-45). SAM 
needs to receive information from EDD. “In practice this means that when 
SAM builds a triadic representation via EDD, the relation term in the 
representation can be visual (e.g., “looks at”, “sees”, “notices”, or “attends to”) 
or it can be filled with one of ID´s terms (e.g., “wants” or “has goal”)” (Baron-
Cohen, 1995, p. 48). 
Finally, the last mechanism is the Theory-of-Mind Mechanism (ToMM). 
According to Alan Leslie who conducted studies on the theory of ‘theory of 
mind’, toddlers around 2-year-old start to pretend and recognize the 
pretending of others. 3-year-old children show evidence of understanding 
mental states as “knowing”, they already understand that “seeing leads to 
knowing”. The children can also understand the states, which are at the core 
of the ‘theory of mind’ (such as “appearance is not necessarily the same as 
reality”, “people are attracted to things they want”, and “people think that 
things are where they last saw them”). (Baron-Cohen, 1995, p. 55) 
People with ‘Mindblindness’, consequently with ASD have damages either to 
SAM or ToMM. Also, he suggests that ID and EDD are mostly functioning 
normally in children with ASD. Autistic children are able to comprehend when 
somebody is looking at them and they understand what someone else is 
looking at. They can use the word “see” in their spontaneous speech. As 
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mentioned already, in most cases of children with autism there is a massive 
impairment of SAM. People with ASD usually do not possess any form of 
joint-attention behaviour. (Baron-Cohen, 1995, p. 66) Because of this 
impairment of SAM they are unable to participate in triadic communication. 
This means that if person A (who does not suffer from ASD) points at 
something and looks at person B (who has ASD), person B would not be able 
to infer that person A wants him to look at it and be interested in the same 
thing. Therefore the ToMM is also dysfunctional in children with ASD; they 
are unable to understand other people’s different beliefs. It also appears that 
these children are able to distinguish only the basic emotions, such as 
happiness and sadness, but they have problems with recognizing the belief-
based emotions, such as surprise. For instance, they usually consider the 
surprised facial expression to be the expressions of yawning or being hungry. 
In the case where ToMM is impaired in children with ASD, there is a problem 
with distinguishing appearance and reality. For instance, they do not 
distinguish between what the object looks like and what they know it really is.  
After showing a normal 4 year-old child a red candle in the shape of an apple 
and asking him what it looks like and what it really is, they would answer 
correctly that it looks like an apple, but really it is a candle made of wax, 
which cannot be eaten. In contrast, most children with ASD made a mistake 
by claiming that it looks like an apple and it really is an apple (Baron-Cohen, 
1995, p. 82). 
A developed ‘mindreading’ system helps people communicate with others. 
For instance, it would be impossible to understand irony, sarcasm and 
metaphors without this. Whereas people suffering from ‘Mindblindness’ have 
trouble comprehending language codes, irony, sarcasm and hidden meaning. 
As it is generally known, an integral part of the human conversation is non-
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verbal communication. Baron-Cohen stresses the importance of the 
‘language of the eyes’. People with ASD can have problems with keeping eye 
contact. 
He also postulates that ‘Mindblindness’ is involved in ASD as a core deficit, 
but there can arise another deficit (Baron-Cohen, 1995, p. 137). 
 
To summarize, it is clear that 4-year-old children as well as adults with ASD 
have problems according to Baron-Cohen’s research. For instance, most 
children with ASD cannot clearly see the difference between the object as it 
exists as opposed to the thought about the object; moreover, they do not 
understand the way our mind and brain function. They usually have a severe 
problem with explanation and spontaneously using words expressing mental 
states such as ‘think’, ‘know’, ‘imagine’, ‘wish’, ‘hope’, etc. They also fail in the 
principle known as ‘seeing leads to knowing’. People with ASD are unaware 
of the mental states. They cannot decode metaphors, sarcasm and irony, 
because they interpret it literally and therefore they are not able to understand 
the real meaning. Baron-Cohen also claims that they are unable to lie or 
deceive or bamboozle others. (Baron-Cohen, 1999, p. 6-11) All these 
statements provide us with more features of Baron-Cohen’s theory of 
‘Mindblindness’. This concept of ‘Mindblindness’ has helped us to understand 
the purely social implications of ASD and this together with the other theories 
will give us a deeper understanding of the challenges a person with ASD is 
facing when being integrated into a workplace. 
 
 
2.9 Central Coherence Theory 
We have chosen to use the ‘Central Coherence Theory’ by Uta Frith in order 
to gain a deeper understanding of the non-social aspects of ASD. Since the 
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‘Mindblindness Theory’ goes a long way to explain the purely social aspects 
of suffering from ASD, the ‘Weak Central Coherence Theory’ explains the 
disparity of their skills. Especially, it explains their performance in tests that 
measure memory, factual knowledge and attention to detail which will often 
lead to high scores as opposed to tests that measure “'common sense' 
comprehension and working memory or strategic task planning can be 
surprisingly poor” (E.L. Hill and U. Frith, 2003, p. 284). 
 
‘Normal’ people have a central coherence, meaning, that they are able not 
only to gain information, but also to see it in a context and put it in a hierarchy 
of importance. ‘Normal’ people are able to combine knowledge from different 
fields so that they can see the ‘greater picture’, (Rasmussen, 2005, p. 89). 
Central coherence is the ability to draw on conclusions and coherence, as 
well as to see the whole picture instead of focusing on details. Uta Frith and 
colleague Beate Hermelin executed a research (Frith, 2005) where they used 
two different types of jigsaw. In the first type of jigsaw, they used rectangular 
pieces with straight lines and with a picture, whereas the other type of jigsaw 
had pieces with complicated forms and without picture. Children with ASD 
presented better results than ‘normal’ children at the same age, when they 
had to put together the last mentioned type of jigsaw. They enjoyed gathering 
the pieces together regardless of the fact that those pieces did not have any 
picture on (Frith, 2005, p. 181). The research showed, that people with ASD 
lacked the ability to see things in a context. The fragments or details gave 
meaning also when the jigsaw was gathered. People with ASD showed the 
lack of context and meaning, and according to Frith, it proved that they had a 
weak central coherence  (Frith, 2005, p.182). 
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Furthermore, Witkin and his colleagues (Frith, 2005, p. 183) stressed that 
people who cannot see the context both in the visual perception as well as in 
the social interaction, are not interested in what other people mean and 
thereby do not ‘follow the flow’. According to Frith, weak central coherence 
involves that people with ASD have insistence for routine, as well as 
intolerance for changes (Frith, 2005, p. 194). The weak central coherence 
also means that people with ASD cannot edit the information they receive, as 
for them, it is equally important. It also explains, according to Frith, why 
people with ASD have the ability to rote learn. 
Moreover, having weak central coherence means that for people with ASD it 
is common to have very narrow and special interests. For instance, one 
person with ASD, had since early childhood collected information about youth 
court addresses. When he was asked, why he did not collect any other kind 
of court addresses, the person with ASD answered that the other ones were 
boring him (Frith, 2005, p. 188). This example also illustrates a more general 
picture, where people with ASD often show a lack of understanding that 
interests should be posed coherently and not arbitrary. 
Weak central coherence is also demonstrated by a good verbatim of 
language but with lack of understanding a sentence’s context. Frith and 
Snowling (1983) used homographs (words with one spelling, two meanings 
and two pronunciations) in their study to examine how people with ASD used 
sentence context to derive meaning. For example: “She took the dog for a 
walk on a long lead”, “The box was a heavy as lead” (Happe, 2005, p. 641). 
The study showed that people with weak central coherence are likely to read 
a list of unconnected words without putting them into a context to give the 
story a meaning. According to Happe, people with ASD fail to ”use preceding 
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sentence context to determine the pronunciation of homographs” (Happe, 
2005, p. 641). 
 
 
2.10 Executive Function Theory 
There has been a focused research on action control through the executive 
system in recent years, which has showed that there is not a need for 
executive abilities in order to execute routine actions, such as walking and 
eating. (Frith, 2005, p. 210) However, according to Rasmussen (2005), it is 
needed in order to plan and structure, as well as being able to keep in mind 
separate tasks and at the same time being able to shift between them. 
Executive function is therefore needed to make strategies in order to decide 
what the next step or action should be. Rasmussen also states that it is 
important to have strategies in addition to work towards a later goal. This 
includes flexibility, shifting attention, planning and organising work, as well as 
controlling your own impulses and being able to judge your own presentations 
and actions. 
Neuro-psychologists observed that people with ASD, who had high 
intellectual abilities, showed executive dysfunction while the routine function 
worked perfectly (Frith, 2005, p. 211). Executive dysfunction involves 
numerous problems, which have been observed in people with ASD: 
weakened work memory, lack of ability to generate new ideas, the behaviour 
is too stimulus controlled as well as a bad sense of time, weak sense for 
consequences, as well as difficulties with judging and correcting their own 
behaviour and actions (Frith, 2005, p. 212). It is important to clarify that 
executive dysfunction can also be seen in a large number of other clinical 
disorders, such as schizophrenia and obsessive- compulsive disorder. 
However, the executive dysfunction hypothesis in ASD has the potential to 
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explain the repetitive behaviour of people with ASD (Baron- Cohen, 1995, p. 
23). According to Frith, brain damage often involves the body being unable to 
respond quickly and flexible, and instead the actions are quite monotone. For 
instance, one person with ASD who did well at a intelligence test, at the same 
time had problems with shopping. Every time when she shopped for food, she 
filled the basket with the same preferable goods she already had at home. 
The problems also arose, when she had to handle two or more things at the 
same time, for instance to boil water and peel of potatoes. However, she 
could avoid the above-mentioned difficulties, if she had a shopping list or if 
she followed the recipe in a cookbook (Frith, 2005, p. 207). In order to shift 
from one action to another, people with ASD need help from other people or a 
supervisor. 
 
Turner’s observation (Frith, 2005) showed that children with ASD, regardless 
of their intellectual level, have difficulties thinking new thoughts, when there is 
requirement to do so. This observation showed similarity with other clinical 
observations: The repetitive behaviour becomes more intense, when a child 
with ASD is asked to do or say something new. This repetitive behaviour can 
also be explained by the fact, that people with ASD have problems dealing 
with a lot of information at the same time, which they cannot handle (Frith, 
2005, p. 212). 
 
According to Frith (2005), executive dysfunction reaches beyond the 
repetitive behaviour and can also explain difficulties to shift between tasks as 
well as the difficulties adjusting to a new focus. This has been proven with the 
help of the executive function test: Wisconsin Card Sorting Test. The test 
consists of play-cards, which can be sorted after different characteristics, 
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such as colour, form or numbers. Firstly, the researcher encouraged people 
with ASD to sort the cards after the characteristics they preferred themselves. 
Suddenly the researcher interrupted this action without giving bonus points 
and instead gave rewards for storing cards by other characteristics. This 
change would normally cause an alert in the repetitive action, meaning that 
people with executive function will shift immediately from the system they 
sorted the cards according to what the researcher preferred. However, in this 
test people with ASD lacked the ability to shift from one action or rule to 
another.  
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3. Psychological Challenges in the Workplace 
 
When a company employs a person, there are certain expectations that the 
employee has to fulfil. There are various challenges for the employee within 
these expectations, and we have chosen to focus on some of the challenges 
deriving from these expectations, which are communication, groups and 
conflicts at the workplace. These challenges will be worked with by using 
theories within the field of organisational psychology.  
In this chapter, we will illuminate the various challenges that a ‘normal’ person 
would encounter in the workplace. By focussing on the latter, we will in 
Chapter 4, be able to point out the challenges of people with ASD when 
integrating opposed to ‘normal’ people.            
 
3.1 Communication  
Communication is important for the quality of work relationships and it is vital 
for successful functioning of any organisation (Pettinger, 1996, p. 168). 
Richard Pettinger, a scholar in the field of organisational psychology, states 
that good communication underlines good relations and enhances the quality 
of work-life.  
We are constantly being confronted with communication of different forms 
such as body language, facial gestures, dress code and other non-verbal 
channels that we will elaborate on later in this chapter. Coded language is 
another aspect of communication, which is common to all areas of life (Hogg, 
1990, p. 187). 
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Coded language 
There is a distinction between professional language used at work, and 
language used in everyday situations. The language used between 
employees at a workplace or between the management and the employees 
can consist of a coded language. Each profession has its own special 
language ‘genre’ (Koester, 2004, p. 7). This could for instance be use of work 
specific terms, which can only be understood if you are a part of that specific 
group. A coded language is a mutually understood communicative form, i.e. 
by the employees of a workplace. Coded language can be a time consuming 
process at a workplace, as it takes time to become fully familiarized with all 
the different terms, because some genres or language codes may be very 
specific to certain professional contexts. An example of coded language could 
be when only a few people understand a given sentence or when slang is 
used. Irony and sarcasm are examples of coded language that demand a 
certain familiarity in order to grasp the meaning of what is said. 
Furthermore, when a management of a workplace explains work assignments 
they often make use of metaphors (Drummond, 2000, p. 17). Metaphors play 
a role in enabling employees to understand the messages being conveyed. In 
other words, it is a linguistic device, which enables the employees to 
understand one phenomenon through the medium of another. An example 
could be a specific workplace such as  stating that ‘a computer has a virus’ or 
‘the system has crashed’. These phrases are not literally true. However, 
these metaphors enable us to understand that there is a problem with the 
computer. (Drummond, 2000, p. 13) 
 
Therefore, employers and employees should use simple, direct and 
declarative language. A message should be spoken in brief sentences. As 
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much as possible they should speak in the language of the listener and avoid 
using jargon or language codes except with those who clearly understand it 
(Quick, 2005, p.163).   
Moreover, effective communication demands listeners to be reflective. 
Listeners should be patient with and responsive to problems that employees 
or employers bring to them about their work. Empathetic listeners are able to 
hear the feelings as well as the content of the ideas and issues of the 
message being conveyed (Quick, 2005, p. 161). 
 
Non-verbal Communication 
The majority of the meaning in a message is conveyed through non-verbal 
communication. In fact an estimated 65-90 percent of a message is non-
verbal (Brinker and Phillips, 1996). Non-verbal communication is important for 
employers, because of its large impact on the meaning of the message.  
Non-verbal communication gives an impression of people to others without 
saying or writing anything. Some of the main components of this 
communicative form are appearance such as clothing, age, expression or 
body language (Pettinger, 1996, p. 179). Although, appearance and body 
language is a non-verbal communicative form, it provides a mutual 
understanding in a group and these expressions may signal whether 
employees are on the same wavelength. 
The face is a rich source of non-verbal communication. Facial expressions 
and eye contact are used to add cues for the receiver (Quick, 2005, p.169). 
Eye contact is a non-verbal form of communication, which can improve 
communication between two people. An absence of any direct eye contact 
throughout a conversation tends to close communication (Quick, p. 157, 
2005). 
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A smile is universally sending the message of satisfaction or happiness, 
whereas a raised eyebrow is non-verbally stating discontent. 
An employer can communicate non-verbally when expressing or disapproving 
something; i.e. rolling eyes, sighing deeply or crossing arms enables the 
employer to apprehend the displeasure of the employees. For example, if an 
employer looks away when talking to the employee his body language signals 
disapproval. However, if an employer smiles, gives a pad on the shoulder or a 
thumb up, he signals approval and satisfaction. This kind of body language 
can also be used as encouragement or motivation towards the employees 
(Quick, 2005, p. 171). 
An employee is therefore expected to comprehend an expression such as a 
look sending a signal e.g. a nod for hello or a facial expression that signals 
dissatisfaction with a piece of work.  
Decoding these non-verbal cues improve the accuracy of the communication 
(Quick, 2005, p. 175). This is also important when interacting in a group. 
 
3.2 Groups  
Group-work is an essential part of many companies, and especially in the 
Scandinavian countries (Lima, 2000, p. 188). We intend to focus on the social 
aspects of a group, as it can be a challenging task for an employee to be a 
functional member of a group.  
 
A group consists of a number of undefined members who are (1) in 
interaction with each other (2) psychologically aware of each other (3) 
perceive themselves as a group (Schein, 1975, p.108). According to the latter 
the size of the group is dependent on mutual cooperation and recognition, 
and there is not an exact number that defines how many members a group 
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must contain before it can be seen as a group. A group of people standing in 
a random corner cannot be defined as a ‘group’, because they are not 
recognising each other and do not perceive themselves as a group; nor are 
they affecting each other through interaction. Workgroups, committees, 
smaller divisions within departments and other forms of informal connections 
between members would suit this definition of a ‘group’ (Schein, 1975, p. 
109).   
An effective workgroup should have clear goals, roles, mutual respect, clear 
communication of facts and feelings, constructive criticism and mutual 
understanding (Lima, 2000, p. 189).  Furthermore, it is important to follow 
unwritten as well as written norms to have a healthy and dynamic 
environment. One of the fundaments in a healthy and well-functioning group 
is that the members are open and honest. To maintain a good social 
interaction it is crucial to be a good colleague meaning that one is 
contributing, helping each other, being responsible, showing engagement, 
and being loyal towards the members and the company (Hansen and Heide, 
1989, p. 372).      
Every group has their own set of rules, regardless of what kind of the 
company in question. This is something new employees often notice, as they 
also are affiliated with the social norms that are present. As a new member 
arrives, he or she is observed by the other members of the group. For a new 
member of the group it is important to settle down correctly in the new group. 
The atmosphere and the social patterns can be rather difficult to comprehend, 
either because they can be difficult to observe or because you notice them 
only when someone violates the norm. 
A social norm is the expressed or underlying expectations, which are directed 
towards each member’s behaviour in the group (Bakka & Frivelsdal, 2004, p. 
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112). Some norms are easily detectable e.g. dress codes, while others are 
less detectable. Often, a new member realises the norm when it is breached, 
and the member is sanctioned (Bakka & Frivelsdal, 2004, p. 112). Sanctions 
can be both positive and negative; the positive sanctions are available to 
enhance given behaviour, while the negative sanctions are present to control 
and modify certain behaviour to be in accordance with the norm. Sanctions 
can be symbolic, verbal expressions or even consist of physical action. 
Norms and sanctions are also part of the concept called Social Control, which 
is a system that controls the behaviour of each member. 
Norms are social constructions, which enables people to predict the action of 
others in various situations or kind of social systems. (Bakka & Frivelsdal, 
2004, p.113).  
Social norms are present to reduce the instability of the individual. Moreover, 
norms in general have the purpose of expressing a moral element. 
Sometimes norms can function as a sorting function, where a specific type of 
people are invited to the group or excluded from the group.  
 
3.3 Conflict  
When investigating the theoretical understanding on how processes involved 
in conflicts, including how to manage them constructively, we will make use of 
theories by Morton Deutsch from his book ‘The Handbook of Conflict 
Resolution’ as well as D.L Nelson & J.C. Quick in ‘Understanding 
Organizational Behaviour’.  
Companies have great potential for conflicts due to its diversity of employees 
(Quick, 2005, p. 280). The potential for conflicts exists in all forms of 
companies. However, it can be difficult for both employers and employees to 
address and solve these positively.  
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The theory of Deutsch emphasizes some points that are essential when trying 
to avoid conflicts. He argues that it is important to have a sense of the other’s 
beliefs and values and to be able to appreciate ideas of others. Also, he 
states that willingness to help other employees enhancing their skills will 
strengthen their work relationship and it will reduce the risks of competitive 
conflicts. Moreover, he points at the importance of verbalizing ideas in order 
to improve the communication and thereby avoiding the potential for conflict 
(Deutsch, 2000, p. 25). 
However, there are different issues that lead to conflicts at a given workplace. 
Conflicts at a workplace can be classified into two broad categories, which 
are the structural factors related to the company’s structure and then there 
are the personal factors, which arise from differences among individuals 
(Quick, 2005, p- 282). 
 
Conflicts that arise due to goal differences, authoritative relationships or 
interdependence are defined as structural factors. When employees have 
different goals these may be incompatible. Differences in goals can lead to 
conflicts as employees lack the knowledge of another department’s 
objectives. Moreover, a traditional boss-employee relationship where the 
boss is superior to the employee can be difficult. These authoritative 
relationships permit the management to tell an employee what to do and as 
some people resent authority, this can result in conflicts. Furthermore, 
interdependence requires employees to depend on one another to 
accomplish goals; through group work it becomes very easy to blame the 
other party and here there is potential for conflict (Quick, 2005, p. 282-283).     
The structural factors leading to conflict can therefore be seen between 
employees as well as between employee and management. Where values 
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and beliefs of the company in general oppose those of the individuals who 
carry out the work, a conflict may arise. This can occur when employees in a 
company are asked to work with something that is counter to their own 
personal beliefs.  
A different category of conflict can arise when an employee cannot meet the 
demands of the job and vice versa; the lack of scope for professional 
development, advancement or ability to progress. Frustration is inevitable 
when employees are prevented from using their expertise to the fullest. 
Opposite in the cases of less expert or unskilled employees, the frustration 
may reach the same heights when having a too demanding job. (Pettinger, 
1996, p. 330) 
Also, differential treatment of employees may result in a group feeling 
marginalized and thereby unwillingly submitting itself to the territory and 
prestige of the prioritised group. Unfairness and inequality can be understood 
as favouritism of a certain group in a company and is likely to cause conflict 
(Pettinger, 1996, p. 324-330) 
 
Personal factors leading to conflicts at workplaces are those that arise from 
individual differences including skills and abilities, personal values and 
perceptions, emotions as well as communication barriers (Quick, 2005, p. 
284). 
Nelson and Quick argue that experienced and competent workers may find it 
difficult to work with new and unskilled recruits. For instance a barrier can be 
observed between seniors and newcomers at a workplace; an employee with 
a long history of working for a given company might behave authoritatively 
around a newly employed worker. If their job includes equal tasks and 
responsibility, the behavior of the senior-employee is likely to cause conflict. 
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The different skills among employees might also result in a personal 
competition for power, results or influence between co-workers or different 
departments or divisions of a company. As competition results in one party 
succeeding at the expense of another, it is likely to create further tension and 
jealousy and degenerate into conflict.  
Moreover, Nelson and Quick state that personal values and perception can 
cause conflicts as managers and workers might not share the same 
perception of how things should be done. Differences in values can be 
sources of disagreement, as some employees might desire approval from 
others and will work to meet other’s standards, whereas other employees are 
unconcerned about approval and apply their own values to their work (Quick, 
2005, p. 284).   
Understanding the emotions of others can be difficult and be a great source 
of conflict at a workplace; Nelson and Quick postulate, that people who lack 
emotional intelligence especially empathy or the ability to see life from 
another person’s perspective, are more likely to cause conflicts (Quick, 2005, 
p. 280). 
They state, that ineffective communication can create distortions in messages 
and a conflict can emerge when employees do not grasp what is being said 
(Quick, 2005, p. 283). 
  
Conflict resolution 
When managing a conflict it is central to recognize the above-mentioned 
sources of conflict. According Deutsch’s theory, conflict resolution is possible 
if the following points are carried out. The employees in question should 
gather and have a discussion where everyone is allowed to express their 
views. When there is a disagreement between the employees, the issue 
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should be addressed and one must refrain from making personal attacks. By 
engaging in a discussion the employees in question should seek to 
understand the other’s view from his or her perspective. One should try to 
understand the viewpoints and emotions of the other party. A disagreement 
can be resolved by identifying a common ground and common interests. 
Deutsch emphasizes the importance of being responsive to others’ legitimate 
needs (Deutsch, 2000, p. 33). He argues that empathetic concern allows you 
to imagine how someone else feels and put yourself in his or her place and 
that it is central when solving conflicts (Deutsch, 2000, p. 58). 
 
Nelson and Quick also state that in order to achieve a positive outcome of a 
conflict, it must be approached through an open-minded discussion of 
opposing views. Here both parties should integrate their views and create 
new solutions that facilitate productivity and strengthen the relationship 
between them (Quick, 2005, p. 294). 
The effective techniques when solving conflicts at a workplace are finding 
common goals as well as confronting and negotiating:  
Finding common goals requires cooperation from both parties as well as the 
management. Reconciliation should be possible if the board of the company 
manages to make the employees bond over a common cause instead of 
fighting their own corners. Appealing to a common goal will help the 
disagreeing parties finding similarities rather than differences (Quick, 2005, p. 
295). 
Confrontation and negotiation, that implies finding a mutually acceptable 
solution to a conflict, should have a beneficial effect. The result should 
preferably be a more informed and better-balanced view of the matter as well 
as an improvement of the work-situation.  
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Furthermore, the result should be based on mutual confidence and respect 
between co-workers as well as an ongoing motivation for employees to dig 
into their own resources, expertise and experience and to use these for the 
benefit of all concerned at the workplace.  
 
 
3. 4 Challenges for ‘normal’ People in the Workplace 
With the knowledge we have gained from this chapter we are able to present 
the challenges that a ‘normal’ person is faced with, when entering a 
workplace.   
 
Communication  
- coded language: When entering a workplace it is important to grasp how 
people are communicating with one another, in order to participate. Using 
irony without knowing the language codes could easily be misinterpreted and 
lead to conflict. Also, at some workplaces an employee might be introduced 
to a metaphor he or she is unfamiliar with. This can lead to 
miscommunication and reduces the effectiveness of the message being 
conveyed.   
 
- non-verbal communication: such as a pat on a shoulder or a smile as 
encouragement can be misinterpreted if used inappropriately. If a person 
sighs, one could misinterpret it as disappointment or being tired of the person 
he or she is talking to. Other non-verbal signs of disapproval could include not 
looking someone in the eyes, turning your back to them, rolling your eyes as 
well as being very formal and stiff with them or crossing the arms. Decoding 
these non-verbal cues can be a challenge for both employers and employees 
especially in the beginning of work period. 
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Group  
- social norms: When entering a group it is difficult to grasp all the social 
norms, which the particular group has. It can be difficult for individuals to 
recognize other people’s personality, individual traits and preferences, in 
order to know how to conduct themselves correctly in the presence of others.  
- values and beliefs: If the group members do not have shared values and 
beliefs it can be difficult to relate to the other members and work together.  
- roles: In the beginning of group work it is also a challenge to find and define 
your own role in a group, as the social patterns can be different from group to 
group.  
 
Conflicts  
- different values, preferences and beliefs: As previously mentioned, the 
potential of conflicts exists at every company. Lack of shared values and 
beliefs between co-workers is one of the factors, which lead to conflict. Also 
as a new employee, conflicts can arise if you are not familiar with the 
language codes, non-verbal communication as well as social norms. 
 
- competition between employees: Also, conflicts may arise between senior 
workers and newcomers as the seniors often will behave authoritatively 
around newcomers, as they have another understanding of how things should 
be done. Competition between colleagues such as employees competing for 
a promotion or better perks can also be found at the workplace. 
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- differential treatment: Furthermore, differential treatment of employees by 
the management may result in conflicts between the privileged group and the 
unprivileged group.  
 
- solving conflict: Solving conflicts can also be a challenge since it requires 
that the people involved must able to find some common ground instead of 
fighting for their own cause.   
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4. The Challenges of Integrating People with ASD into a Workplace 
 
In this chapter, we will focus on the specific challenges people with ASD meet 
when entering a workplace. Throughout the previous chapters the 
‘Mindblindness theory’, the ‘Weak Central Coherence Theory’ as well as the 
challenges ‘normal’ people meet when entering a workplace, based on 
concepts from the field of organisational psychology, have been investigated. 
In the following, we will attempt to connect the theories; investigating the 
challenges when been integrating people with ASD into a workplace. 
 
In our chapter on the Psychological Challenges in the Workplace, we 
investigated communication at the workplace. From this, we learned that in a 
workplace there are different language codes as well as non-verbal 
communication. Language codes include metaphors or irony as a way of 
communicating, when for example giving or explaining orders at the 
workplace.  While this can prove to be a challenge for ‘normal’ people, it is 
especially difficult for those who have ASD.  
The theory of ‘Mindblindness’ suggests that people with ASD lack the ability 
of understanding and decoding metaphors, irony or hidden meanings. This is 
due to an impairment of their ToMM, which means that they are unable to 
comprehend that something is different from what it looks like. The same is 
relevant for metaphors, which is in its essence a linguistic device that enables 
you to understand one phenomenon through the medium of another. Since 
people with ASD have not formed a ‘theory of mind’; they lack imaginative 
abilities. Due to the impairment in their ‘theory of mind’, they cannot imagine 
what is not present in the communication. For instance, if a certain subject is 
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referred to in a conversation a person with ASD will have difficulties 
understanding what the subject is, unless it is being directly mentioned.  
Furthermore, the executive dysfunction suggests that people with ASD have 
problems switching from one concept to another. This extends to words being 
assigned two or more different meanings. Since words are often given 
another meaning in ironic statements, they have problems understanding 
irony.  
Moreover, the ‘Central Coherence Theory’ suggests that people with ASD 
who have weak central coherence have difficulties decoding information. 
They tend to take things literally, because they cannot assign different 
meanings to the same word. Therefore, it is reasonable for us to conclude 
that making use of metaphors at the workplace can lead to frustration and 
misunderstandings for employees with ASD. For instance a metaphor such 
as “I’m working my butt off” might lead to some confusion for people with 
ASD, as they probably will understand the phrase literally.  
Another problem that arises due to the weak central coherence is that people 
with ASD tend to focus on details and not the whole context. This means that 
they listen to the words and not the context. In cases where two words sound 
similar, they will not be able to grasp the meaning from the context of the 
sentence. An example of this could be: “Good job, you are on fire”. ‘Fire’ 
could be interpreted as the person is on fire and lead to confusion.  
Therefore, when an employer has to convey a message to an employee with 
ASD, he should use simple and direct language. The employer should avoid 
using language codes such as metaphors and irony as it is a great challenge 
for people with ASD decoding some verbal communication. With the 
knowledge we have gained on Asperger’s syndrome, we assume that they 
Autistic People at Work 
Group 10 
Maria Al-Habahbeh, Tamia Damary, Lucie Erbenova, Mette Brenneke Håkan, Andina Lazdaja Daniel Ali Mirza,  
Supervised by Mikkel B. Hansen 
 
 48
will have a better grasp of this kind of communication, if they have 
encountered the coded language beforehand.  
 
Another challenge in the area of communication can arise if a person 
diagnosed with ASD receives a lot of information at the same time. This is 
due to the fact that people with ASD have an executive dysfunction, which 
means that they are not able to prioritise and structure the given information. 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, executive dysfunction reduces the ability to 
structure information and plan assignments. This goes both ways, as the 
person affected cannot structure his or her own answers in a hierarchy of 
importance. An example of this could be when you ask a person with ASD 
where he or she lives and the person answers with a long diatribe on his local 
neighbourhood.  
From this we can conclude that people will be challenged when information 
such as orders and work assignments are given. Also, it is important for an 
employer when giving assignments to an individual with ASD that he or she is 
very concrete and structured when explaining the assignments.  
 
As we know from Chapter 3, non-verbal communication is a very important 
factor as it has a large impact on the meaning of a message. Non-verbal 
communication includes eye-contact, body language and facial expression. 
Using the example from our chapter on the Psychological Challenges in the 
Workplace, non-verbal communication is important in common situations 
such as using a nod for hello or facial expressions that signals satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with the performance of a work assignment. For ‘normal’ 
people it might be a challenge not to misinterpret some of the non-verbal 
signals. However, for people with ASD it is a serious problem: 
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With the knowledge we have gained from the theory of ‘Mindblindness’ we 
know that people with ASD have difficulties understanding this type of 
communication. The theory suggests that it is due to the impairment of the 
ToMM, which prevents the person from predicting others’ behaviour and 
motives for action. 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, dysfunctional ToMM explains why people with 
ASD have problems with facial expressions as they can only recognize the 
basic emotions such as happiness, sadness, and tiredness. They have 
problems with recognising belief-based emotions such as encouragement, 
disappointment etc. 
An example in the workplace could be that an employer or other colleagues 
are showing disappointment or disapproval by frowning. The person with ASD 
would not recognise the underlying emotion and would probably 
misunderstand it as a sign of tiredness.  
Moreover, the theory of ‘Mindblindness’ suggests that people with ASD do not 
understand triadic communication. Triad communication includes two people 
looking at the same object and at the same time being aware of this, which is 
explained by Shared Attention Mechanism (SAM). The impairment of SAM 
causes the difficulties in understanding triadic communication. An example of 
this could be that an employee is pointing at a stack of papers, an employee 
with ASD would not understand that the underlying meaning of the employer 
wanting the employee to look at the papers.  
 
From the knowledge of ‘Mindblindness’ theory we can conclude that people 
with ASD will have problems with non-verbal signals at the workplace. This 
will involve that an employer or other colleagues will have to be careful and 
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patient if using the non-verbal signals. In some cases, it would be better to 
express oneself using verbal communication.  
 
In the chapter on the Psychological Challenges in the Workplace, the 
unwritten necessity of employees being able to function in a group is 
emphasized. Many workplaces require formal group work and according to 
Schein, a group consists of the members being psychologically aware of each 
other.  
As we know from Chapter 3, it can be a challenge for ‘normal’ people to enter 
a group at a workplace. This is due to the difficulties with grasping the norms 
of the group, become familiar with other people’s traits and preferences as 
well as learning their own role in the new group.  
Baron-Cohen argues that ‘normal’ people implement mind reading all the 
time, mostly unconsciously. He states that it is the natural way we interpret 
and participate in social behaviour and communication. However, according 
to the theory of ‘Mindblindness’ by Baron-Cohen, people with ASD have 
difficulties reading other people’s minds; understanding their thoughts and 
feelings. As mentioned before, it is due to the impairment of the ToMM, which 
prevents the person from predicting other’s behaviour and motives for action.  
From this we can conclude that an employee with ASD will be even more 
challenged when entering a group as he or she will have great difficulties 
understanding the norms of the group as well as the preferences of the other 
group members. Moreover, if not understanding these aspects it will be even 
more difficult for him or her to find own role within the group.  
 
People with ASD are challenged when it comes to the area of social 
interaction. With this knowledge in mind, it is reasonable to conclude that 
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people with ASD will have trouble functioning in group work at the workplace. 
Their inability to be psychologically aware of each other and to make sense of 
other people’s actions will inhibit them when it comes to group work. 
 
As we have learned from Chapter 3, the potential for conflict exists in all 
forms of companies. According to Nelson and Quick, one factor leading to 
conflict could be differences in attitudes, values and beliefs.  
The theory of ‘Mindblindness’ suggests that people with ASD have difficulties 
understanding other people’s beliefs, which is due to the impairment of the 
ToMM. Therefore, they might have problems understanding that their 
colleagues have different preferences.  
Another factor leading to conflict could be competition between co-workers. 
Competition often arises between senior- and new employees. We presume 
that an employee with a long history of working at a given workplace might 
behave authoritatively around a newly employed worker.  Because of their 
executive dysfunction, people with ASD may be challenged when it comes to 
a change in their routines. Therefore, we can conclude that a senior worker 
with ASD might have more difficulties with a newcomer, as this would disturb 
his routines and create a shift in patterns.  
   
When it comes to solving a conflict, Deutsch suggests that a discussion about 
the issues should be held. In order to solve the conflict, the people in question 
should express their views and try to understand the viewpoints of others. As 
we know from Chapter 3 an employer must be explicit in his way of 
communicating with employees. 
According to the ’Mindblindness theory’, people with ASD lack the ability to 
understand and decode metaphors or irony. Therefore, we conclude that the 
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employer must be very explicit in his way of communicating with employees 
with ASD also when solving a conflict through discussion. When solving a 
conflict it is expected that employees are empathetic and able to put 
themselves in other people’s positions. According to the theory of 
‘Mindblindness’ people with ASD do not understand other people’s 
preferences. Therefore conflict resolution is difficult when including people 
with ASD as they are unable to see the conflict from the other person’s 
perspective.  Furthermore, the ‘Mindblindness theory’ suggests that people 
with ASD might have problems expressing themselves. Therefore, it might 
also be difficult for some of them to express their own points of view in a 
discussion.   
 
Another challenge for people with ASD is when shifting from one assignment 
to another. Due to their executive dysfunction people with ASD have 
difficulties with planning and structuring their own work in order to achieve the 
desired outcome. We assume that at many workplaces assignments shift all 
the time and that employees should be able to prioritise the order of the 
assignments. Therefore, it is reasonable for us to conclude that this would be 
a problem for people with ASD at a workplace as this disability prevents them 
from being innovative. 
 
Comparing the challenges of people with ASD with the challenges of ‘normal’ 
people at the workplace, it is obvious that the areas that might challenge 
‘normal’ employees when entering a workplace, such as non-verbal 
communication, group work and conflicts are even more challenging for 
employees with ASD.  
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All in all we can conclude that people with ASD are challenged in these areas 
when it comes to the workplace. Therefore it is a great challenge for a 
company to employ people with ASD as it would demand more resources and 
time than when employing a ‘normal’ person.  
Together with our knowledge of autistic peoples’ need for structure, routines 
as well as their ability to be persistent and meticulous in their work, we will in 
the next chapter investigate, how people with ASD (particularly those 
diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome) meet the challenges in the real life it-
company Specialisterne. 
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5. Specialisterne 
 
After looking into the different challenges when integrating people with ASD 
at work, we will concentrate on the company Specialisterne. The company is 
the first and only to employ people with ASD in Denmark. Therefore, we are 
interested in how the company integrate these people and how they deal with 
the challenges when employing people with ASD.  
In this chapter, we will give a description of the company. We will focus on the 
assignments, the structure of the company as well as the procedure when 
employing people with ASD.  
In order to gain more knowledge about the company, we have had an 
interview with the manager of the company Thorkild Sonne. Our research 
method as well as results will be presented at a later stage in this chapter.  
 
Specialisterne is a private company with the goal of employing people 
diagnosed with ASD. Thorkild Sonne, whose son has been diagnosed with 
ASD, founded the Company in 2003 (Csonka, 2005, p.18).  
Sonne discovered the many competencies of people with ASD, as he was 
actively involved in the association The National Association of Autism. 
Having 15 years of experience in the market of telecommunication, Sonne 
founded the company with the purpose of using “…the characteristics of 
autism in a positive way…” (The homepage of Specialisterne) 
When it comes to people with ASD, Specialisterne sees possibilities instead 
of limitations. (The homepage of Specialisterne) They want to make use of 
the characteristics and the competences that people with ASD possess, in 
order to create as many jobs as possible. At the same time, Sonne hopes that 
this project will change the way a large group of society view these people. 
(The homepage of Specialisterne) 
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Assignments  
Specialisterne is a consulting company that tests products and performs 
work-assignments for other companies such as TDC A/S. The different 
assignments deal mostly with testing software. (Søltoft, p.31) This could be 
testing mobile phones, WebPages or translating and proofreading different 
documents. The assignments are adjusted to the individual competences of 
the employees.  
The employees are primarily working at the company’s offices in Århus and 
Høje Taastrup, as these workplaces are adjusted to people with ASD, in the 
form of working environment and routines. (Søltoft, p.32) 
On rare occasions, the employees are sent to the workplace of the customer 
to perform the work assignment.     
  
Structure of the company 
Specialisterne consists of 30 employees, of which 23 are diagnosed with 
Asperger’s Syndrome. (The homepage of Specialisterne) The direction exists 
of the manager, Thorkild Sonne, and the people in charge of the two offices. 
The manager promotes the company and establishes contacts with new 
customers. A project manager, who will take over, when the contact is made, 
assists the manager. A pedagogical consultant and a teacher, who has 
contacts with the employees, assist the people in charge of the offices. 
Together they make sure that everything functions. (Søltoft, p.29-30) 
Every employee has a personal supporter, which is the pedagogical 
consultant. 
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The consultant is there to make sure that the employees are well and they 
can function, not only at the workplace but also in their spare time. (Søltoft p. 
24) 
 
Employing 
Before employing a person with ASD, the company has a meeting with the 
person often assisted by his or her parents or a social worker. (Søltoft p.31) 
The company looks at the competences and special needs of the individual in 
order to find out whether or not he or she can fit into the workplace 
Specialisterne. 
If that is the case, the person will then be appointed for a trial period of five 
months. This is called “Kandidatperioden”. Within this period the employee 
will try out the different kinds of assignments and a job clarification will be 
created as a supplement to the job profile that the municipality has already 
made. (Søltoft p. 26 + 32) 
If the trial period works out, the person will be employed and get a job on 
normal conditions or a flex job depending on the individual. (Søltoft p.24) 
The idea is that in the future another company, which is not especially 
adjusted to people with ASD, will employ the individual.  
 
 
5.1 Interview 
In order to gain more knowledge about the workplace Specialisterne, we have 
established contact with the manager, Thorkild Sonne. We have conducted a 
one- hour interview by making use of a qualitative research method.   
The interview with Sonne is not data collection. It is considered to be an 
alternative source, which will provide us with information about the workplace 
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of Specialisterne and the challenges the company meets when integrating 
people with ASD.  
Together with our understanding of autism and aspects in the field of 
organisational psychology, the interview will give us an insight into several 
problems when employing people with ASD.  
We are aware that the interview only will illuminate the perspective of 
Specialisterne, and not the perspective of the employees. Still, we consider 
the knowledge concerning the challenges of employing people with ASD, at 
Specialisterne, to tell us something about general challenges when employing 
people with ASD in other companies as well.  
 
Method 
We have chosen a qualitative research method, as this will give us the 
descriptive and detailed information we need in order to combine it to our 
theoretical parts of the project. In addition to the qualitative research method, 
we have decided on a semi-structured technique. A semi-structured 
technique will give us an open though structured interview. It is describing 
and interpretative as it allows the respondent to give a full picture of the area 
of interest (From a lecture by Bente Halkier, March 07, in the course Media 
audiences). In contrast to a structured interview technique, the semi-structure 
is more flexible. It allows the investigator to follow up on attractive interests 
and concerns of the respondent whereas in the structured interview the 
respondent is limited concerning what he or she can talk about (Smith, 1996, 
p. 9-12). A disadvantage of the semi-structured interview is that it reduces the 
control of the investigator and that it can be very time-consuming. However, 
the semi-structured interview is preferred as it allows the respondent to raise 
issues that have not been contained in the schedule by the investigator. This 
Autistic People at Work 
Group 10 
Maria Al-Habahbeh, Tamia Damary, Lucie Erbenova, Mette Brenneke Håkan, Andina Lazdaja Daniel Ali Mirza,  
Supervised by Mikkel B. Hansen 
 
 58
more open technique may open up for crucial issues we have not thought of 
ourselves.  
 
Before we carry out the interview, an interview schedule should be produced. 
A schedule will help us prepare for the interview, by making a range of 
guiding, as well as structured, and describing set of questions. An interview 
schedule is considered to be a guiding list of our main issues, divided into 
different themes in order to let the respondent know what the area of interest 
is and recognise that he or she has something to say about it. The schedule 
is an important part of conducting the qualitative semi-structured interview, 
although following the schedule chronologically is not requested. Instead, it 
should be used to facilitate and guide the interview (Smith, 1996, p. 12-16).  
 
When constructing the questions some guidelines and pointers should be 
followed. We choose to follow Jonathan A. Smith’s pointers, described in the 
book “Rethinking Methods in Psychology” (1996). The questions should be 
made as open ended, rather than closed. Closed questions will give yes or no 
responses, while open-ended or neutral questions will encourage the 
respondent to speak about the topic with as little prompting from the 
investigator as possible.  
When one carries out the interview, it is important to be a good listener as 
some other interesting and essential themes can appear. If these new themes 
are considered to be essential for the project, the continuance of them is 
requested.   
 
We have decided to tape-record the interview with Sonne in order to carry out 
the semi-structured interview. Tape recording will obtain “a much fuller record 
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than notes taken during the interview” (Smith, 1996, p. 18). Nevertheless, it 
will also include that the investigator will be able to concentrate on the 
procedure of the interview rather than trying to write down the responses. 
Tape recording will allow us to proceed the interview more fluently and carry it 
out as a conversation.  
 
Analysis of the interview  
Before we analyse the interview, we choose to make a transcription. It will 
involve that we read the text a number of times in order to choose themes 
that will suit our project best. Nevertheless, these chosen themes or the 
theme titles can be used as key words to bring up the essential quality of the 
text (Smith, 1996, p. 18-20). It is also important to see whether some of the 
themes have similar or common concepts that can be drawn together. This 
will help us to understand the responses of the respondent when making our 
own interpretations of them. 
 
With help from the transcription, we will be able to organise our information in 
a coherent and manageable form. After that, it will be easier to take the 
themes we have found and discuss them together with the other chapters of 
the project. 
 
 
5.2 Results of the Interview – How Specialisterne Meets the Challenges 
Before conducting the interview, we divided the interview schedule into 
several themes, which have been of special importance for our project. The 
questions we have asked are based on our knowledge on ASD and aspects 
of the field of organisational psychology. We are especially interested in the 
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themes of communication, groups and conflict as it is essential for our project 
to get a deeper understanding of the challenges when employing people with 
ASD. 
In this chapter we will present the knowledge we have gained on how 
Specialisterne have met the challenges when integrating people with ASD.   
 
From Chapter 4, we learned that communication could be a great challenge 
for people with ASD, especially coded language and nonverbal 
communication. When it comes to language codes, Sonne told us that some 
of the employees like to use irony but for others this would create problems, 
as they would not understand. He said that people with ASD wonder why 
people do not mean what they say. If you take a metaphor as an example, it 
can be difficult if you have ASD to understand what people mean.  The 
company is solving this problem by being very concrete when interacting and 
they are aware of the fact that they have to say exactly what they mean. 
Concerning nonverbal signals such as eye contact and body language, it is 
not a problem here at Specialisterne that people with ASD have difficulties 
with reading these signals. However, Sonne acknowledges that it might give 
some problems in a future company, not adjusted to people with ASD.  
 
Another challenge that we discussed in Chapter 4 was group work. Having 
the challenges in mind from last chapter concerning social interaction, we are 
not surprised to find out that there is no group work at Specialisterne. Some 
assignments can be given to a group of people but the employees carry out 
the assignments individually. Because of this, we were interested in knowing 
whether Specialisterne prepares the employees for a future workplace, where 
group work is present, however this was not the case.  
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Also, conflicts were discussed in Chapter 4. We stated that the potential of 
conflicts exists of all forms in every company and we found out from the 
interview that it goes for Specialisterne as well. According to Sonne, the 
reason for this is mostly a lack of maturity. Sonne told us that the immaturity 
found in the employees is due to a missing socialisation in puberty, as people 
with ASD often have been isolated and cut off from social life.  
Sonne mentioned an example of an incident where a girl came into the office. 
This resulted in some awkward scenes, as she was of the opposite sex, and 
the employees did not know how to behave or respond.  
In relation to conflict, we wanted to know whether personal competition was 
to be found between the employees. We found out that there was some 
prestige in being good at the assignments. It is important for some of the 
employees to relate to other employee’s results, but the competition is limited 
and there have not been any negative experiences.    
Also, we asked how the other employees received newcomers. We found out 
that the employees with ASD are very open to newcomers. Sonne said that 
when people first come here, they often have not met other people with 
Asperger’s syndrome or ASD in general. They are very nervous. Therefore, it 
is important to get them integrated so that no one feels left out. 
When it comes to solving conflicts, it is important to talk about it. In order to 
do so, the company makes use of the pedagogical consultant or the leader at 
the office, who will talk to the people involved. Also, Sonne is willing to help if 
a problem arises. He believes that it is very important to listen to the 
employees, as this is the way to learn. He explained that he had read a lot of 
books about autism, but felt that is was too depressing. Instead, he believes 
that you have to listen to the employees and thereby learn from the situation. 
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The last challenge we mentioned in Chapter 4 was when people with ASD 
have problems shifting among assignments that is due to their repetitive 
behaviour. This means that people with ASD have difficulties when it comes 
to changes in their routines. Sonne is aware of the fact that the people with 
ASD have difficulties with the smallest changes and that is why a pedagogical 
consultant is attached to each employee to solve and help with potential 
problems and difficulties. Furthermore, we learned from the company that 
planning of the work is essential. The workplace needs to be structured and 
predictable in order to suit the needs of the people with ASD. In addition, to 
help the employees with ASD to shift from one assignment to another, 
Specialisterne uses the project manager who prepares the schedule of the 
day with the work assignments and gives it to the employees. 
At the interview, we also asked how the employees are being introduced to 
new assignments. We found out that it depended on the individual, as there 
are employees with different qualifications. There are employees who can 
structure their work by themselves while others need help from the project 
manager. Sonne believes that “The competence is where the motivation is” 
(translation). Therefore, in situations where the employee is not interested in 
a particular assignment, a pedagogical consultant tries to find out why. A 
teacher helps in situations where the employee does not have the right 
qualifications in a particular area as Mathematics for instance. Furthermore, 
there can occur situations where the company has to turn down some work 
assignments given by a client if Specialisterne thinks that the employees 
cannot master them. This is due to the fact that it takes a really long time to 
establish a contact to a customer and it would be sad to lose it.  
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Apart from the challenges we discussed in Chapter 4, we learned from the 
interview that there are other challenges when having ASD and being 
employed at a company.  
Sonne stated that the greatest challenges for the employees at Specialisterne 
are when they in the beginning need to investigate their own qualifications. 
They have always been known for what they cannot do, now they have to find 
out what they can do and that can be a great personal challenge. In other 
companies not adjusted to people with ASD, Sonne believes that the greatest 
challenges for people with ASD might consist of a changeable environment.  
 
Having looked at the challenges for people with ASD it is clear that it also can 
be challenging when employing these people. Therefore, when Specialisterne 
establishes contact to a customer, they make an introduction period where 
the customer will be introduced to what ASD is and which things should be 
taken into considerations when employing people with ASD. Furthermore, 
Specialisterne keeps in touch with the former employees. A hotline service is 
established to remain contact, in order to guide and advise the former 
employees when necessary. If the employees feel unhappy, due to problems 
at home or at work, they easily become passive and it can be difficult to 
motivate them. In a case where the employee cannot function in the new 
workplace, Specialisterne will offer the employee to come back and work at 
Specialisterne again.  
 
After looking at the challenges found at Specialisterne it is clear that some of 
them differ from what we concluded from the theories. We have to keep in 
mind that the majority of the employees at Specialisterne have Asperger’s 
syndrome, which means that they might not be as inhibited in some areas as 
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general high functional people with ASD might be in these areas. Also, 
Specialisterne is adjusted to people with ASD and they have certain 
resources to their disposal such as the pedagogical consultant, teachers, the 
project manager and the office leaders. Sonne said that the company is more 
understanding than other companies are. They know how things can affect 
the employees and result in reduced working capacity. Sometimes the 
employees even have to stay home for a few days. Sonne said that this group 
of people with ASD is more vulnerable than other groups and the company 
does consider this when planning the assignments. However, the company 
still expects that the employees want a career within the business community. 
There are real customers waiting and there are consequences related to how 
people perform the work. Therefore, even though the workplace 
Specialisterne is adjusted to people with ASD, Sonne states that it is still the 
employee who needs to make the greatest adjustments.  
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6. Discussion 
 
After investigating the challenges of integrating people with ASD into a 
workplace as well as applying the knowledge we have gained from our 
interview with Specialisterne, we will now discuss our findings. 
 
As we have concluded in Chapter 4, people with ASD are challenged in the 
areas of communication, group work and conflicts.  
We have learned that an employer should be extremely explicit when 
communicating with employees with ASD, as they have difficulties with 
understanding language codes and non-verbal communication. Thorkild 
Sonne confirms that it is important being very concrete when interacting with 
people who have ASD. We assume that concrete communication might be a 
challenge for an employer explaining assignments. Also giving orders would 
require extra attention as well as time for the employer and other employees.  
Furthermore, people with ASD have severe impairments regarding social 
interaction. In Chapter 4, we concluded that people with ASD would have 
difficulties functioning in group work at a workplace. It was confirmed by the 
interview with the manager of Specialisterne who said that they do not have 
group work. Some assignments can be given to a group of people but the 
employees carry out the assignments individually. Therefore, if a company’s 
work environment requires group work, it would be difficult to integrate people 
with ASD, as they have problems interacting with other people.  
As we know from Chapter 4 people with ASD are challenged when it comes 
to resolving conflicts in a workplace. We found out that it is important to 
discuss the potential problems in order to solve them. However, we 
concluded that it could be problematic solving problems by discussions 
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involving employees with ASD, as they do not understand other people’s 
preferences, beliefs or values than their own as well as having difficulties 
expressing themselves. At Specialisterne, Sonne states that it is not a 
problem solving conflicts by talking to the employees, as they make use of a 
pedagogical consultant. However, other companies that do not have a 
pedagogical consultant available will inevitably have to use a lot of time and 
resources every time a conflict arises.  
The last challenge we discussed in our Chapter 4 is the repetitive behaviour 
of people with ASD as they have problems shifting from one assignment to 
another. We suggest that an employee with ASD should be supervised; 
however, this would require resources in form of extra employees. At 
Specialisterne they have a project manager available to help the employees 
with new assignments. For other companies this would require extra 
employment as well as time when introducing new work assignments.   
 
All in all these are the challenges when integrating people with ASD into a 
workplace that we through our project have arrived at. However, there are 
aspects of this subject that we have not taken into consideration, and we 
believe it is necessary to touch upon these limitations.  
 
Primarily, we have chosen an approach to this project that is based on 
empirical research and cognitive theories. By using this approach, we did not 
take into consideration that people with ASD are more than just a person with 
a disorder. We have not considered their individual personalities, as the goal 
of the project exclusively was to find the challenges in connection with the 
disorder. We could have applied social research methods such as a source 
describing a field study of e.g. protected homes for people with ASD. This 
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would have given us a more nuanced picture of the individual’s perspective. 
We chose not to interview nor observe the employees with ASD at 
Specialisterne as it would have provided us with unreliable data, because the 
smallest interactions would change their daily routines. In order to carry out 
reliable results we would have had to spend a large amount of time than 
possible for this semester. It could have been interesting to our project, as it 
would provide us with their individual perspective instead of the general 
theoretical understanding of ASD. 
 
Apart from the above mentioned aspects we are aware that there are several 
factors, which need to be addressed. We have not focussed on the 
advantages of employing people with ASD, which are their skills when it 
comes to details, routines and other monotonous work, as we have been 
focussing on the challenges that could be problematic when integrating 
people with ASD into a workplace. Furthermore, we have not focussed on 
why a company should choose to employ people with ASD, as this would 
require entering the field of ethics.  
 
We need to be aware of the fact that different levels of impairments exist 
within the umbrella term of ASD. We have only focused on the challenges of 
integrating high functioning people with ASD into the workplace. The 
company Specialisterne has mostly employed people with Asperger’s 
syndrome. However, high functioning people with ASD only form a small 
segment within ASD. For low functioning autists it will be an even greater 
challenge to be integrated into a workplace. Some low functioning autists 
might not even have developed language skills. In fact, every fourth or fifth 
child with ASD never learns to speak (Wing, 1997, p.39). For these people it 
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will be impossible to be integrated into the labour market, and that is why we 
delimited this area in our project. 
 
Furthermore, we have to keep in mind that workplaces are very different from 
each other and might need different levels of adjustments in order to be able 
to integrate people with ASD. Moreover, we have not concluded whether or 
not any kind of company can meet the challenges of integrating people with 
ASD. We are aware of the fact that Specialisterne, which we have been 
focussed on, is a specialised workplace adjusted for the people ASD. It is 
important to notice that Specialisterne has much more specific resources: 
they have a teacher, a pedagogical consultant and a project manager 
available, which other companies might not have.    
Other companies that want to employ people with ASD might need special 
training in the form of courses for the employees as well restructuring working 
routines. It is important that they are aware of the challenges and special 
needs of people with ASD, which require extra time and specific resources for 
the company. Nevertheless, if the company is willing to engage in integrating 
people with ASD, and will make the investments in the form of extra 
resources, courses and time, then they might be able to integrate them. 
However, it depends on the specific type of work assigned to the person with 
ASD. As ‘normal’ employees might find routine work boring and monotonous 
an employee with ASD functions better when working with assignments 
characterised by structure and routine. They are skilled when it comes to 
details and finding defaults comes easier to them than to other people. They 
react upon any deviances of the assignments they are working on i.e. when 
working with testing software or mobile phones.  
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Specialisterne has used the competencies of people with ASD in a positive 
way, by testing software and mobile phones. They have used their sense of 
details, their capability of finding defaults, and the fact that they like routine 
work. 
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7. Conclusion 
 
As stated in the discussion chapter, our project has certain limitations in its 
methodological approach. However, we have still answered the questions 
posed in the problem definition.  
In order to answer the research question we investigated what characterizes 
Autism Spectrum Disorders. We discovered that there are three main 
developmental areas where people with ASD are impaired: imagination, 
communication and social interaction. To gain an understanding of the 
psychological challenges of a workplace, we concentrated on three aspects 
from the field of organisational psychology, namely communication, group 
work and conflicts, which we found to be challenging for both ‘normal’ people 
and people with ASD. Our knowledge of ASD as well as of the psychological 
challenges in a workplace was useful when ascertaining the different 
challenges of integrating people with ASD into a workplace. We found that 
there are several challenges within this area. People with ASD lack the ability 
to understand non-verbal communication as well as coded language, as they 
both require the ability to understand underlying emotions and beliefs of 
others. Group work is especially complicated because people with ASD lack 
the ability to feel empathy, and they do not understand that other people have 
opinions or preferences opposing their own. This inability to relate to other 
people means that group work is virtually impossible. People diagnosed with 
ASD have difficulties solving conflicts. The theoretical knowledge we have 
gained from organisational psychology suggests, that in order to resolve a 
conflict the parties involved should have a constructive discussion where they 
express their views and where they empathise with each other. As people 
with ASD have difficulties expressing themselves and understanding others’ 
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beliefs and preferences, it is a great challenge resolving conflicts. 
Furthermore, we conclude that people with ASD are challenged when shifting 
from one assignment to another, which is a symptom of their executive 
dysfunction. With these challenges in mind, we can conclude that it would be 
difficult for companies to employ people with ASD, as it would require extra 
resources, time and attention for the company. We discovered that 
Specialisterne is a specialized company, which in many areas is able to meet 
the previously mentioned challenges. When it comes to communication, 
Specialisterne uses a very precise and concrete language, avoiding the use 
of metaphors and irony in order to prevent misunderstandings. They do not 
have group work, as they are aware of the fact that people with ASD have 
problems with social interaction. When solving conflicts Specialisterne has 
special resources at their disposal, which other companies might not have. 
They make use of a pedagogical consultant, a project manager and a 
teacher. We found that the employees were not as challenged as our 
theoretical knowledge implied. This is due to the company’s background 
knowledge of ASD as well as the fact that most of the employees at 
Specialisterne are diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome, which is a mild form 
of high functioning ASD. 
Furthermore, we concluded with this in mind that if a company chooses to 
integrate people with ASD they should be aware of these challenges as well 
as the extra resources and attention this employment would require. 
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8. Group Process Description  
 
One of the first things we did in our group was to make and sign a contract so 
that all were aware of the expectations and demands of the group. We have 
worked steadily throughout the semester, reading books from the first weeks 
of the process.  
Throughout the semester we have had deadlines on when to finish the 
individual chapters as well as deadlines regarding feedback. While we as a 
group have worked well together, with meetings being held several times a 
week in the beginning of the writing process, a group member was excluded 
at one point.  
The chapters on Description of Autism Spectrum Disorders and The 
Psychological Challenges of Integrating People with ASD as well as our 
empirical work have been written and conducted in different subgroups. After 
the process of writing the different chapters, we discussed the challenges of 
integrating people with ASD into a workplace and subsequently wrote the 
discussion chapter all together. 
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9. Summary in Danish 
 
I dette projekt undersøger vi udfordringerne ved at integrere folk med autisme 
spektrum forstyrrelser på en arbejdsplads. Til dette formål har vi valgt at 
bruge to psykologiske teorier; Simon Baron-Cohen’s ’Mindblindness’ og Uta 
Frith’s ’Central Coherence’ teori. Derudover har vi beskæftiget os med 
kommunikation, grupper og konflikter ud fra organisations psykologiens 
perspektiv. Vi har endvidere valgt at interviewe Thorkild Sonne, der er 
direktør for virksomheden ’Specialisterne’, der udelukkende ansætter folk 
med en diagnose indenfor autisme spektrum forstyrrelser.  
I projektet kombinerer vi vores viden fra teorierne om autisme med de krav og 
vanskeligheder, vi har identificeret ud fra de tre områder af organisations 
psykologien, vi har valgt at fokusere på. Sammen med vores empiri fra 
interviewet, vil teorierne lede os frem til en diskussion omkring hvilke 
udfordringer man møder på en arbejdsplads og hvordan de tackles.  
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11. Appendix 
 
11.1 Diagnostic Criteria for Autistic Disorder 
A. A total of six (or more) items from (1), (2), and (3), with at least two from 
(1), and one each from (2) and (3): 
(1) qualitative impairment in social interaction, as manifested by at least 
two of the following: 
             (a) marked impairment in the use of multiple nonverbal behaviors 
such as eye-to-eye gaze, facial expression, body postures, and gestures to 
regulate social interaction 
            (b) failure to develop peer relationships appropriate to developmental 
level 
             (c) a lack of spontaneous seeking to share enjoyment, interests, or 
achievements with other people (e.g., by a lack of showing, bringing, or 
pointing out objects of interest) 
(d) lack of social or emotional reciprocity 
      (2) qualitative impairments in communication as manifested by at least 
one of the following: 
(a) delay in, or total lack of, the development of spoken language 
(not accompanied by an attempt to compensate through 
alternative modes of communication such as gesture or mime) 
(b) in individuals with adequate speech, marked impairment in the 
ability to initiate or sustain a conversation with others 
(c) lack of varied, spontaneous make-believe play or social 
imitative play appropriate to developmental level 
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(3) restricted repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behavior, 
interests, and activities, as manifested by at least one of the 
following: 
(a) encompassing preoccupation with one or more stereotyped 
and restricted patterns of interest that is abnormal either in 
intensity or focus 
(b) apparently inflexible adherence to specific, nonfunctional 
routines or rituals 
(c) stereotyped and repetitive motor mannerisms (e.g., hand or 
finger flapping or twisting, or complex whole-body movements) 
(d) persistent preoccupation with parts of objects 
B. Delays or abnormal functioning in at least one of the following areas, with 
onset prior to age 3 years: (1) social interaction, (2) language as used in 
communication, or (3) symbolic or imaginative play 
(American Psychiatric Association: Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders, fourth edition. Washington, DC, American Psychiatric 
Association, 1994, p. 70) 
 
11.2 Diagnostic Criteria for Asperger's Syndrome 
A. Qualitative impairment in social interaction as manifested by at least two if 
the following: 
(1) marked impairment in the use of multiple nonverbal behaviors such as 
eye-to-eye gaze, facial expression, body postures, and gestures to 
regulate social interaction 
(2) failure to develop peer relationships appropriate to developmental level 
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(3) a lack of spontaneous seeking to share enjoyment, interests, and 
achievements with other people (e.g., by a lack of showing, bringing, or 
pointing out objects of interest to other people) 
(4) lack of social or emotional reciprocity 
B. Restricted repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behavior, interests, and 
activities, as manifested by at least one of the following: 
(1) encompassing preoccupation with one or more stereotyped and 
restricted patterns of interest that is abnormal either in intensity or 
focus 
(2) apparently inflexible adherence to specific, nonfunctional routines or 
rituals 
(3) stereotyped and repetitive motor mannerisms (e.g., hand or finger 
flapping or twisting, or complex whole-body movements) 
(4) persistent preoccupation with parts of objects 
C. The disturbance causes clinically significant impairment in social, 
occupational, or other important areas of functioning. 
D. There is no clinically significant general delay in language (e.g., single 
words used by age 2 years, communicative phrases used by age 3 
years.) 
      E. There is no clinically significant delay in cognitive development or in 
the development of age-appropriate self-help skills, adaptive behavior (other 
than in social interaction), and curiosity about the environment in childhood. 
      F. Criteria are not met for another specific Pervasive Developmental 
Disorder or Schizophrenia.  
(American Psychiatric Association: Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders, fourth edition. Washington, DC, American Psychiatric 
Association, 1994, p. 77) 
